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This study describes current trends and commonalities in interface design decisions in a 
survey of highly trafficked consumer-based e-commerce web sites. This survey was 
conducted to determine what de facto standards, if any, are emerging and how they are 
being implemented. 
 
 The top three web sites in seven different categories representing a selection of the most 
popular types of e-commerce businesses were analyzed in light of three traditional areas 
of retail: merchandise, service, and promotion. The results show that, depite differing 
products and market objectives, many e-commerce sites are following or copying each 
other in the placement of critical information and transaction elements. In addition, 
analysis of the virtual storefront shows that, despite the wide variety of design options the 
web enables, a limited number of patterns are followed. All of this has implications for 
consumers’ expectations and experiences as online shoppers.  
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Introduction 
The study of electronic commerce sites and the influence of consumer behavior 
on site design is only in its infancy but already supports a growing body of research from 
many disciplines. Whether viewed through the lens of marketing, consumer psychology, 
or user interface design theory, the way online customers interact with virtual stores has 
significant social and financial implications. While early studies focused on consumer 
demographics, product and service availability, and the level of satisfaction with what 
they found, researchers (and the companies who hire them) want to discover which 
design and navigational features will facilitate buying behaviors and encourage repeat 
business as web commerce begins to mature.  
In most brick and mortar businesses, shopping patterns are carefully monitored 
and analyzed so retailers can take full advantage of trends in consumer habits. Everything 
from the location of the candy aisle to the placement of cosmetic boutiques is carefully 
choreographed to target specific segments of the market and maximize sales. Competing 
retailers often quickly copy features and ideas that work in other stores, but the basic 
store design usually remains unchanged for long periods of time. Most of the basic 
elements of a grocery store’s layout, where the carts and express checkouts are located 
for example, are similar throughout different chains located in different cities. End aisle 
sales are placed to be highly visible to consumers. Shelves next to the checkout counter 
stock candy and other impulse items that are carefully placed to encourage the shopper to 
decide, at the last minute, “Yes, I need that.” Consumers, too, benefit from such attention 
to detail and planning. The process of buying a dozen eggs, bread, peanut butter, and jelly 
is roughly the same whether shopping in Boston, Massachusetts, Lincoln, Nebraska, or 
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Spokane, Washington.  This familiarity makes the shopping trip easier and faster for the 
consumer and can ultimately lead to return visits. 
It can be hypothesized that, just as consumer familiarity with the standard design 
features of brick and mortar stores both facilitates and exploits buying behavior, so, too, 
will web design standards shape and be shaped by the need for familiarity on e-commerc  
sites.  Already much academic and anecdotal material exists declaring that web sites that 
are not fast and easy to navigate are not successful in a competitive market. Consumers 
do not want to waste time locating the items nor figuring out how to pay at the virtual 
cash register.  Because online shopping is a very new venue that can be uncomfortable 
territory for those without much web experience, it can be especially beneficial for a new 
company to copy successful design features from existing e-commerce sites.  A quick 
scan of the most popular bookstore web sites already indicates that designers are looking 
closely at the competition (and their customers), and other industries are certainly 
following.  
The purpose of this research is to examine a selection of consumer-oriented e-
commerce sites to determine which design features could be considered emerging 
standards in online retail. The analysis of the user interface includes both a discussion of 
trends and directions in design elements and the placement of product and service 
information.  
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E-Commerce Background 
 There is no question that the spread of Internet technologies has the potential to 
fundamentally change the way people make consumer decisions. With more products and 
information online, more choices available at greater convenience and presumably at a 
lower price, the growth of e-c mmerce is frequently lauded in both the popular and 
academic press as the future of the new economy. Once afraid their virtual identities 
would cannibalize sales from their brick and mortar locations, retail companies are 
clamoring to grab a piece of the web landscape. It is difficult to think of a major retail 
chain, and increasingly even the local Mom and Pop store, that does not have a dot.com 
address or will not be acquiring one soon. The reality of online shopping, however, lies 
somewhere between the hype and hope.  
 While predictions for the number of people shopping online vary, depending on 
the source, all seem to agree that the number is increasing steadily. According to a recent 
Ernst & Young study of Internet shopping (1999), the number of households buying 
products online grew steadily from 1997 to 1998 from 7 percent to 10 percent while the 
number of households owning a computer increased from 41 percent to 43 percent (Ernst 
& Young, 1999). A New York Times/CBS News study reported the number of people 
who shopped online or said they planned to during the Christmas 1999 holiday increased 
from 7 percent to 17 percent (Hansell, 1999) over the previous year.  From 1997 to 1998, 
the percentage of retailers who were either selling online or planned to sell online 
increased from 34 to 76 percent (Ernst & Young, 1999).  Finally, even though online 
sales made up less than one percent of the total retail sales figure for the fourth quarter of 
1999, the estimated total for that period was $5.3 billion, according to the Census Bureau 
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of the Department of Commerce (DOC, 2000). This figure represents only those 
companies selling products online; service industries such as financial groups and travel 
ticketing entities are excluded.  Another source predicts an estimated $114 billion in sales 
by 2004 (Iconoclast, 2000).  
Nonetheless, despite heavy corporate and individual vestment, most Internet- 
only retailers are not turning a profit. Even Amazon.com, by far the largest Internet 
retailer with the most established customer base and arguably the strongest brand 
recognition, has yet to break even. Forrester Research, on  of the most widely respected 
Internet research firms, recently predicted that half of the e-commerc companies 
currently doing business online would fold by the end of this year (Beck, 2000). As is 
true of much of the web, what is viable today might not be viable tomorrow.  
It is the ever- volving nature of the web that makes undertaking any content 
studies of web sites only a brief snapshot in time. Even in the course of this research, 
many design elements and marketing strategies for some of the sites covered in the paper 
changed.  Nonetheless it is important and relevant to later research to conduct these 
studies to show how the medium is evolving and to provide suggestions for future 
development. Accordingly, the following review of the literature one-comm rce site use 
and interface design issues provides such a base. In Internet years, research conducted as 
few as four years ago may be considered obsolete, however many of the fundamental 
principles are absolutely valid today. Furthermore, many have yet to be incorporated. 
This paper will attempt to draw on these observations, as well as current snapshots, to 
create an overall picture for the implications of e-c mmerce site design today.  
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Literature Review 
 Surprisingly little academic research of design issues specific to consumer-
oriented e-commerce sites is available at this time. In fact, consulting firms 
commissioned to study traffic patterns on commercial web sites conduct much of the 
most recent research. Needless to say, a particular bias or perspective often accompanies 
hired research, so objective, peer-revi wed study of such patterns and models would be 
highly informative.  Many of the authors represented in this survey are marketing 
researchers at major business schools who have just begun to integrate user interface 
issues into their analysis. Because e-comm rce itself has existed only since the mid-
1990s and is evolving rapidly, the literature presented is necessarily recent. Likewise, few 
longitudinal studies of more than a few years exist. 
Early research into online shopping focused on the reasons consumers might 
choose to purchase products from an online store.  Burke (1997) states that shoppers will 
spend their money online only if it represents a significant advantage over conventional
shopping. Using focus groups working with a specially designed virtual grocery store, he 
showed that consumers’ perceptions of online shopping were positive as long as adequate 
product information, selection, convenience, and economy were addressed. Participants 
who were particularly pressed for time or who viewed shopping as a distasteful chore 
were more receptive to the idea than those with more free time or who used shopping as a 
social outlet. While this study lays some important groundwork on consumer behavior, it 
fails to note the effects of the technology itself on participants’ perceptions or the level of 
comfort with technology. Nonetheless, his findings of what consumers expected from the 
virtual shopping experience--particularly that a greater selection of items would be 
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available and that mechanisms for comparison shopping would be prevalent--are 
expectations businesses and technology are only beginning to be address.  
Unlike the previous study, Jarvenpaa, Todd, and Crisp (1997) investigated 
comfort with technology in their research of online shopping attitudes. Their study, which 
included 220 participants, 184 of whom were women, found that some previous 
experience with web software did influence the shopping experience positively. Although 
the women in this study were generally college educated, middle class professionals who 
were selected from a very small geographic region and thus represent an especially select 
population, the authors strove to ensure a representative level of experience with e-
commerce sites for the times. The fact that the authors purposely solicited the 
participation of so many women at a time when women constituted only 20 to 30 percent 
of web traffic also had interesting implications for future study and development.  While 
studies have shown women make most of the household buying decisions, web marketing 
efforts at the time were geared toward technologically savvy young males (Jarvenpaa, 
Todd, and Crisp, 1997). Although current statistics show women-generated traffic is 
about equal to that of men, marketers and designers are only beginning to tap into their 
buying power.   
In Jarvenpaa, et al. (1997), the authors’ multitask-oriented, real-scenario 
approach, convenience and ease of use also proved to be critical factors online shopping
acceptance. A large percentage of participants reported the product and service 
information on e-commerce sites was often insufficient, pages were not well maintained 
(broken links, etc.), and important information was too deeply buried in the site. This last 
point is one that is repeated frequently in later research.  The authors also discovered that 
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participants often had “limited support for the buying process” (p. 150). This obviously 
has major implications for the success of e-commerce sites; a business cannot possibly be 
successful if the architecture is not there to ‘close the deal.’ 
In addition to usability testing, the study of business to consumer e-commerc  
web sites is certainly informed by the user interface design community, particularly 
Jakob Nielsen. Nielsen (1999) makes several points that have particular relevance to the 
development of commercial web sites and possibilities for investigation in this report. He 
advocates “the promotion of a single set of design conventions” and gives, a  an example, 
the position of the company’s logo in a particular spot on the screen to maximize 
consistency and reduce the amount of work users must do at the site (p. 66).  
He makes several suggestions for the standardization of other page elements, such as 
search functions, but who will implement these conventions he leaves unresolved. Given 
the urgent need for design standards, it is unlikely the any official body or consortium 
will act in time, however, he does not think it should be the purview of individual 
industries. Who then? This question is seems still unanswered, although industry, or at 
least the design companies they employ, seems to be taking the lead.  
 Nielsen also offers several basic recommendations for web site elements, many of 
which are specifically called for in e-commerce literature. Searching, navigation, and 
browsing features are all critical to the use of large web sites. He found that, while 
content is still extremely important, the way information is presented can either enhance 
the reader’s experience or end it. Because readers scan rather than read web pages, 
Nielsen recommends writers keep text brief and sentences short interspersed with many 
hyperlinks. In theory, this is one suggestion that should fit naturally with the go s and 
 11
needs of their audience. Advertising writing, by its nature, is necessarily short and to the 
point. Normally, advertising real estate is expensive; magazine and newspaper ads cost 
thousands of dollars. On the web, space is virtually unlimited and free, which gives e-
commerce web designers and writers much greater latitude. 
 User interface design of e-c mmerce sites in particular received decidedly more 
attention in a 1998 study by Lohse and Spiller. Their work directly linked sales to design 
features such as image sizes, the number of entries, links, scrolling activity, as well as 
product variety, number of products available, and the length of their descriptions. Using 
regression analysis, they were able to show how profitability can be negatively affected 
by not taking the user’s needs into consideration. The scope of this survey, which focused 
on super-store web sites, was by their own admittance limited by the amount of 
information that could be gathered from public sources. Thus the sample is rat r s all. 
However, the decision to focus on a specific part of the e-commerce market also indicates 
the recognition that not all sites, even retail sites, must or even should function the same 
way. The implementation of design standards on a market-by-market basis, over time, 
will encourage user familiarity with specific types of sites, thus reducing the amount of 
time spent on seeking information, which will then promote more buying activities. 
Simply put, the easier a site is to use, the more consumers will use it. 
In a time when web designers compete with one another to produce highly 
attractive, eye-catching designs, Lohse and Spiller’s (1998) research suggests that more 
effort should be placed on improving navigation features instead.  Interestingly, they 
found that the distance of a product’s description from the home page (in number of hops 
required to reach it) did not affect sales. This seems to contradict an earlier hypothesis 
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that users would get confused by having to navigate too many levels.  The inc usion of a 
FAQ section and a method for customer feedback, however, did increase sales. Although 
these findings represent just a few of the decisions that must inform e-commerce sit  
designs, they represent an important step forward.  
Lohse and Spiller’s (1998) research is particularly relevant to the current study as 
it suggests the possibility that market-specific design suggestions like those given by the 
authors could become design standards if evidence proves they hold an economic 
advantage. In addition, they use a discussion of traditional retail principles-- merchandise, 
service, promotion, and convenience-- as a framework for understanding e-comm rce 
goals. The current study, in fact, draws from some of the questions they pose and in some 
ways is a follow up to some of the basic design problems they encountered. 
Palmer and Griffin (1998) also cite communication as a critical factor in the 
successful online marketing of a product or service. Information-intense products require 
higher levels of communication with the consumer. However, they do suggest that 
multimedia capabilities should be used to enhance the customer’s experience and add 
value to the site. A content analysis of 250 randomly selected Fortune 500 companies 
showed that the most effective sites did use a wide array of multimedia technologies, 
although their numbers were few. Navigation features were also considered fairly good, 
although it was unclear from the article what criteria were used as a benchmark beyond 
some very general categories. Again though, the need for complete product and services 
information was clear. The authors admit that one aspect not factored into their 
discussion is the level of consumer purchasing involvement, which, depending on the 
company, can have a gre t effect on the site design. 
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 Li, Kuo, and Russell (1999) in their extensive study of online consumer shopping 
behaviors indicate that the limited-sensory nature of the web will have a negative effect 
on sales. Among the many hypotheses they tested was th  heory that the search and find 
design of most e-commerce web sites is not conducive to customer browsing, and so 
could reduce impulse buying. They explore other types of technologies as a means of 
creating a greater sense of connectivity with customers, s ch as 3-D video virtual reality 
technologies saying these were some of the most visited features of online stores. Again, 
however, it is the minority of sites that offer customers much more than a textual and 
graphical interface, a criticism that, as with so many others, has appeared numerous times 
in the literature.  
The relative size of the company’s web presence is also a factor some researchers 
consider crucial to success. Gallaugher (1999) insists that consumers “have a stake in the 
success of the firm they choose because if their choice fails, they lose the benefit of the 
increased service they have received as a ‘known’ customer of the site, in addition to the 
lost sunk cost of learning” (p.28).  Gallaugher makes the statement in opposition to the 
conventional wisdom that the web is the great equalizer: a small company can have a big 
presence and vice versa. A stronger web presence also promotes brand recognition, 
another factor that has proved very important in web shopping. Although Gallaugher 
makes a few good points about management theory as it relates to web standards, there is 
very little discussion of evolving user issues and how they may affect strategic change. 
In order to gain a better understanding of how online buying behavior changes 
over time, and therefore the implications for user interface design, Lohse, Bellman, and 
Johnson (1999) have undertaken a panel study that proposes to mirror the online 
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population.  As the authors discuss, panel data provides certain advantages and 
disadvantages to a long-term study. While they have been able to maintain what they 
believe is a representative sample of the online population through two years, panel 
attrition has reduced the number original participants only to 26 percent of the original 
group.  Using such year-to-year data collection and comparison methods, the authors 
believe their survey population more accurately reflects the greater online population, and 
eventually, the population as a whole. Their results produced two particularly relevant 
findings. According to the authors, “companies will have to plan their Web site design for 
an audience that is less Web savvy, less educated, and earning less, and, that is, possibly, 
less tolerant of new technology. According to our projections, most of the money earned 
by online retailers in two years time will come from people who have yet to connect to 
the Internet” (p. 14). Clearly, this prediction speaks to the need to simplify and to 
standardize.  
Echoing the need to manage content, Bucy, Lang, Potter, and Grabe (1999) note 
the lack of quantitative data on basic web features. Rather, they argue, most of the 
existing data is either qualitative or commissioned by private industry, which does not 
provide an adequate academic basis for making design decision . I  their investigation of 
500 web sites the authors concluded that the web’s multimedia promise is still very much 
that—a promise of things to come. They also concluded that the greatest number of 
graphics occurs at the top level of the site and tha  the page banner was most likely to 
have color, especially if the background was white. In what seems a surprising find, they 
also discovered fewer links on sites receiving a lot of traffic compared to those 
experiencing less. Heavily trafficked sites were more likely to include more page guides 
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instead.  Whether the authors are discussing a site map, as is common for large sites, or a 
site guide, a step-by-step guide to site use that is becoming an increasingly common 
feature, seems unclear. Their findings on user contact opportunities within home pages 
also seems particularly relevant to e-comm rce site design research. The authors report 
that only 14.5 percent offered phone numbers. While the authors surveyed sites in 
domains other than dot.com and cert inly did not focus their work on the business to 
consumer sites within the dot.com domain, the lack of contact information, and 
particularly the unavailability of live help, is something the literature repeats over and 
over.  
While this selection of articles may approach the central theme of web design 
standards for e-commerce sites with varying degrees of proximity, all point to only a few 
specific needs. Consumers must be able to navigate sites quickly and efficiently. Product 
and service information must be complete. Mechanisms to complete an online transaction 
must be easily accessible. Finally, consumers must derive value from the experience. All 
will be critical points to remember when conducting future research. 
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Methods 
 A content analysis of 21 web sites representing seven of the most popular e-
commerce companies was conducted to examine emerging design standards and 
commonalities. The study investigated 33 characteristics relating to merchandise, service, 
and promotion, as well as the overall layout of the home page, to gauge the frequency of 
occurrences and the nature of the design element. The web sites were viewed using 
Netscape Navigator 4.6 on a 17 and a 19-i ch monitor. 
The purpose of this research is to investigate emerging design standards as they 
relate to three primary areas of retailing; merchandise, service, and promotion.  In 
addition, it is critical to discuss the Internet store’s virtual front door or home page. 
Because site framework (navigation, space use, product and information emphasis) is 
usually set on the main page and because a shopper’s first impression of this site depends 
on the success of this page, it becomes a fourth dimension to the retail question (Spool et 
al, 1999). In retail terms, it might be equated to the “look and fee ” of a store. 
Consequently, the main page becomes a primary point of comparison for this study.  All 
sites were viewed on 17 inch and 19 inch monitors to gauge any differences in screen 
space usage (see Appendix A) or overall look and feel. Because downlo d time was not 
directly figured into this study, modem speed connections were factored.   
This survey uses a ranking of the top Internet sites by popular retail categories as 
published in the N w York Times on January 2, 2000 (Hansell, 2000). The ranking is a 
compellation of data from several different rankings by several different firms. For 
example, the number of ad impressions per person is from Nielsen Media Research and 
the number of actual buyers per site is research by Ernst & Young. Only the total number 
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of visits to a site was used to create a numerical ranking by category.  Nielsen//Netrating 
compiled this data between November 15 and December 19, 1999 from a survey of over 
38,000 households. Nielsen measured only home shoppers, not those su fing from offices 
where online shopping frequently takes place. Additionally, the ranking represents the 
total number of visits (in millions), not the number of unique visits. This presumably 
indicates that repeat business creates sales (Hansell, 2000). As before, the survey 
represents only sites selling products, not services, so online financial, travel, and 
ticketing businesses are excluded.  
To gain a broad-based view of design across industries, the top three sites from 
each of seven categories in the original ranking were selected for inclusion in this study. 
Table 1. 
Sources for Web Site Design Data 
_______________________________________________ 
Site     Visitors (millions) 
_______________________________________________ 
Department Stores 
Amazon.com     33.1 
Buy.com       5.0 
JCPenney.com       4.2 
_______________________________________________ 
Toys 
eToys.com     11.1 
Toysrus.com       8.9 
KBkids.com       4.9 
_______________________________________________ 
Apparel 
Gap.com       2.5 
landsend.com       2.0 
VictoriasSecret.com      1.4 
_______________________________________________ 
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Table 1. cont. 
Sources for Web Site Design Data 
_______________________________________________ 
Site     Visitors (millions) 
_______________________________________________ 
Electronics 
800.com       1.6 
CircuitCity.com      1.0 
EBWorld.com       0.7 
_______________________________________________ 
Entertainment 
barnesandnoble.com      9.2 
CDNOW.com       7.8 
BMGmusicservices.com     2.8 
_______________________________________________ 
Home 
MarthaStewart.com       2.0 
Cooking.com       1.6 
living.com       0.2 
_______________________________________________ 
Pets 
PetsMart.com       1.3 
Petopia.com       1.2 
Pets.com       0.8 
________________________________________________ 
 
 The survey was conducted between March and April, 2000.  Because the top 
electronics site, BestBuy.com, was not available for follow up research conducted in 
April (the site was down while its online presence is renovated), it was excluded from 
this survey. It is also worth noting that Amazon.com, which began as an Internet 
bookseller that quickly expanded to carrying music and video, was not placed in the 
entertainment category with clear competitors such as barnesandnoble.com and 
CDNOW.com.  Amazon.com currently features 11 different product categories, so the 
 19
placement makes sense, but since this ranking was published, other companies on the 
ranking, including Barnes and Noble, are approaching the department store strata. 
 Each web site was ranked on 33 features or characteristics divided among the 
four main categories. In addition, qualitative notes were taken on standard processes, 
such as maneuvering through the checkout, creating an account, and manipulating any 
special interactive features of the sites.  The main points of investigation include:
1. Location and design of navigational aids to search or browse the site. 
2. The position of information and products on the main page. 
3. The position, display, and mechanisms to create customer transactions. 
4. Opportunities for customer interaction with products. 
5. Opportunities for and effort needed to contact customer service. 
6. Occurrence and location of basic promotion activities. 
 Finally, it is important to note the subjectivity inherent in any such content study 
of web pages.  Questions such as if a linking image and its accompanying embedded 
textual link lead to the same place, is it one link or two, and do advertisements count as 
product images if they appear as an external advertisement (in other words, not a product 
shot) but link to a product within the site are all subject to the reviewer’s discretion. The 
answers in this case are two and yes, but a different reviewer may have a different 
response.   
Data Collection  
Data collection was divided into these categories: home page layout, merchandise, 
service, and promotion. Service was further divided into customer service and 
purchasing. 
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Page Layout 
Data was collected on seven major aspects of electronic store design. This was done 
to investigate navigational commonalities and to gain a sense of the overall look and feel 
the site attempts to portray:  
1. Presence or absence of a front door. Was the product content of the home page 
and the browse menu representative of the whole site? Was it simply the top-level 
page of the first major product category? 
2. The number of links on the home page. This was done through the common 
measure of counting whenever the arrow changed to a pointing finger over a 
hyperlink. As noted previously, each hyperlinked element was counted 
individually, even if it led to the same link.  
3. The number of images on the main page. A count of graphical and pictorial 
images, including advertisements, even if they lead off site. 
4. Space use map designation. This is a value representing a pictorial representation 
of how information and graphics are blocked on the screen. See Appendix A. 
5. Type of navigational motif, if any. Two common navigational metaphors appeared 
in the research. The first is analogous to tabbed index cards as occur in a recipe 
box. The second is similar to a file folder. 
6. Occurrence and type of organizational support. Traditionally a site map meets 
this need, but increasingly a site guide or narrative (frequently titled “For First-
Time Shoppers”) is used instead.  
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7. The number of search boxes on the main page. Search boxes may include input 
fields or select boxes.  Input boxes for registering email addresses on mailing 
lists, which occur frequently, were excluded.  
Merchandise 
Collecting data on actual store merchandise proved slightly more difficu t because 
most of the sites included are several hundred pages. Instead, this research focuses on the 
number and content of browse categories and especially on opportunities for customer 
feedback. Seven features were investigated: 
1. Number of product categori s. This represents the number of primary product 
divisions available from the home page. 
2. Number of subcategories. Thi  is the total number of product subcategories 
available on the site. 
3. Location of browse categories on the page. This is a coded measure of where the 
list of browse categories is found on the page.  
4. Category color scheme. Is there a color scheme associated with the major product 
categories to aid user navigation? 
5. Number of product shots per subcategory. Expressed as a range from 0, 1-5, and 
6-10, this value is meant depict how graphic intense the product pages are. 
6. Add customer recommendation. Frequently, sites try to encourage customer 
interaction. This is a binary measure of whether the customer feedback on 
products is solicited. 
7. Customer rates product. Customers may be asked to rate products based on their 
personal experience. This is a measure of whether such a feature exists. 
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8. Site Recommends Additional Products. The site may suggest additional products 
based on similar customer purchases or recommend complementary items to 
encourage impulse buying. 
Service 
Next to content, service is one of the most frequently measured and criticized 
aspects of e-commerce web site design.  As noted, service comprises two components: 
customer service, th ability to contact a company representative, and purchasing, the 
mechanisms associated with completing a purchase transaction. 
Customer Service 
1. Number of clicks to customer service. The number of clicks from the home page 
to a customer support page.
2. Personal greeting. Whether the user’s login is remembered and a message such as 
Welcome, Fred! If you are not Fred, click here appears. This is, of course, a way 
of tracking user’s actions and preferences, and while early references in the 
literature suggested i s inclusion was a way to personalize human-computer 
interaction, conventional wisdom indicates it can be both an annoyance and an 
intrusion to customers. 
3. Number of clicks to email. The number of clicks from the home page required to 
reach the company email address. 
4. Number of clicks to phone. Th  number of clicks from the home page required to 
reach the company phone number. 
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5. Number of clicks to FAQs. The number of clicks from the home page to reach the 
Frequently Asked Questions page. Lohse and Spiller (1998) assert the inclusion of 
a FAQs page increases sales.  
6. Number of clicks to shipping rates. As with other customer service information, 
previous research has indicated shoppers become frustrated and leave a site when 
basic information is buried too deep. Shipping rates can dramatically increase the 
total purchase price of an item, so it is important to analyze how accessible this 
information is to the consumer. 
Purchasing 
1. Location on main page of account link. A coded measure of where users go on the 
home page to find the link to account information (Upper Right, Upper Center, 
Upper Left). The location is usually fixed.  
2. Number of account options. The number of actions a user can take on a personal 
account, it often includes editing the personal profile i formation, creating a wish 
list, and activating express checkout functions.  
3. Basket Icon/Text. Every web site studied includes a design feature to help 
shoppers collect items they might want to purchase. A cart or basket icon, or an 
embedded text link, usually represents this action.  
Promotions 
Just like their brick and mortar counterparts, online stores often advertise new 
products, best sellers, and discounted items. This category analyzes both the frequency 
and page location of some common promotional tactics.  
1. On main page? Whether new products are featured on the home page. 
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2. Location. Location of new products advertising on the page.  
3. On category pages? Whether new products are featured on the product category 
pages.  
4. What’s on Sale? Whether the sites promotes sales. 
5. Best Sellers. Whether the site features a best sellers list.  
6. Location of best sellers. Location on the page where the best sellers list occurs. 
7. Use of Multimedia. A qualitative analysis of any special multimedia features 
(music, video, animation) was noted.  
Data Analysis 
Data from the survey was coded and entered into SPSS. Frequency analysis and cross 
tabulation were performed to provide analysis of trends across industries.
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Results 
Because the purpose of this survey is to cast a wide net over emerging trends in 
web site design, the data is necessarily expansive. Discussion of the results is divided into 
four categories corresponding to the four sections mentioned previously, page layout, 
merchandise, service, and promotion.  
Page Layout 
The majority of web sites surveyed used the home page as a way of introducing 
the variety of products and services they offer without devoting specific navigational 
attention to any one subpart of the site. On one site, half the space was used as a “front 
door” or “window” to the whole store and the other half, primarily the left column where 
the browse subcategories were located and in the center section where product shots and 
details are found, focuses on selling the first product category.  One site did not i clude 
an introductory page; instead its content is one of the product category pages.   
 
Table 2. 
 
Space devoted to Web Site’s  
“Front Door” on Home Page   
______________________________________ 
Value  Frequency  Percent 
______________________________________ 
None    1     4.8 
All  19              90.5 
Half    1     4.8 
Total  21            100.0 
______________________________________ 
The number of links on the home page varies widely from relatively few (32) to 
over a thousand. The JC Penney site featur s 1,102 links, most of which are included in a 
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fixed cascading pop-up menu. Because this site was the only one to use cascading menus 
its score was removed from the calculations of median and mean. Adjusting for that 
outlier, the median number of links is 90 and the average number of links is 87.8.  
Table 3. 
Number of Links on the Home Page 
 
______________________________________ 
Links  Frequency  Percent 
______________________________________ 
32  1   4.8 
43  2   9.5 
46  2   9.5 
55  1   4.8 
61  1   4.8 
64  1   4.8 
70  1   4.8 
83  1   4.8 
90  1   4.8 
96  1   4.8 
97  1   4.8 
109  1   4.8 
119  1   4.8 
121  1   4.8 
124  1   4.8 
131  1   4.8 
136  1   4.8 
139  1   4.8 
1102  1   4.8 
Total           21          100.0 
______________________________________ 
 The average number of images per home page is 8.9, ranging from 1 to 18. 
Images tended to be small (thumbnail size) except on the apparel sties, which featured a 
smaller number of larger images.  
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Table 4. 
Number of Images on the Home Page 
 
_______________________________________ 
Images  Frequency  Percent 
_______________________________________ 
  1   1     4.8 
  4   3   14.3 
  5   1     4.8 
  6   2     9.5 
  7   3   14.3 
  8   1     9.5 
  9   2     9.5 
12   1     4.8 
13   4   19.0 
15   1     4.8 
18   2     9.5 
Total            21            100.0 
_______________________________________ 
 
Eight different patterns of home page space utilization were found (see Appendix 
A and Table 5.) Space use Map 1 (M1) and Map 2 (M2) were, by far, the most common 
overall designs (see Figures 1 and 2). Contents tables in M1 extend across the top of the 
page and down the right and left side columns, leaving the center of page open. M2 
represents another common design, particularly for information web sites with a fixed 
banner and left column, and changing content in the middle of the page. No formatting is 
used on the right side. M7 (see Figure 3) is associated with the apparel sites in this survey 
and features content on the left 3/4th o  the page. 
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Table 5. 
Space Use Map for Home Page 
 
_______________________________________________________   
Map Name    Frequency  Percent 
_______________________________________________________ 
M1, contents in top banner   6   28.6 
        left, right edges 
M2, contents in top banner 
        and left edge    6   28.6 
M3, contents on left ¾ of page 2     9.5 
        but not extending to bottom 
M4, contents on right 3/4   1     4.8 
       of page 
M5, contents in top banner   1     4.8 
        and right edge 
M6, contents in upper ¾   1     4.8 
          of page 
M7, contents at left edge  3   14.3 
M8, contents in center of    1     4.8 
        Page; left and right edges
        blank 
Total              21               100.0 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
   
Figure 1.          Figure 2.     Figure 3. 
More than one half of the sites (52.4 percent) studied use an index tabbing motif 
as the primary means of navigation (see Table 6). This metaphor is similar to the 
alphabetical index card found in recipe boxes or on a Rolodex (see Appendix B). 
Clicking on the tabs takes the user to a different part of the site. The file folder metaphor 
is another that occurred on a small percentage of the sites. It is in some ways similar to 
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the index tabs, although the metaphor seemed to have no real n igational purpose itself. 
Rather, it functioned as a background for the main category links.  Another interesting 
trend occurs when the space use maps and index tabs are cross tabulated. All Map 1 users 
also employed an index tab navigational strategy, as did half of the Map 2 sites (see 
Table 7).   
 
Table 6. 
 
Type Navigational Motif 
 
_______________________________________ 
Motif  Frequency  Percent 
_______________________________________ 
None     8    38.1 
Index tabs  11    52.4 
Folder     2      9.5 
Total   21             100.0 
_______________________________________ 
Table 7. 
Cross Tabulation of  Site Use Map and Navigational Motif 
 
_____________________________________________________ 
Space Use  ________Navigational Motif____________ 
Map   None  Index tabs Folder  Total 
_____________________________________________________ 
M1     6    6 
M2   1  3  2  6 
M3   2     2 
M4   1     1 
M5   1     1 
M6   1     1 
M7   2  1    3 
M8     1    1 
Total   8 11  2  21 
_____________________________________________________    
 
Another design decision worth noting is the disuse of site maps in favor of “first 
time user” guides (see Table 8). Sites guides provide a narrative walk-th ough of the most 
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important features or services for new visitors (see Appendix C). The guides and map are 
almost always linked from the customer service or help pages. Only rarely was a site map 
or guide linked from the home page.   
Table 8.  
 
Site Organization Support for Users 
 
____________________________________________ 
Type   Frequency  Percent 
____________________________________________  
None       6    28.6 
Site map      3    14.3 
Guide   11    52.4 
Site map and guide   1      4.8 
Total   21             100.0 
____________________________________________ 
 The number of search boxes indicates opportunities for users to locate specific 
items directly rather than drill down through the site using the browse categories. 
Typically, the dual search box design, which was most common (see Table 9), included 
gave users the option to search by choosing a category name from a select box or to enter 
search terms in a text box (see Appendix D). While some site offered advanced searching 
through multiple input boxes on second and third level pages, only one, Toysrus.com, 
used more than four on the hom page to search various toy categories (brand, type of 
toy, manufacturer, etc.).  
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Table 9. 
 
Number of Search Boxes on Home Page  
 
____________________________________________ 
Search Boxes  Frequency  Percent 
____________________________________________  
0    3     4.8 
1    4              19.5 
2    8              38.1 
3    2     9.5 
4    3   14.3 
6    1     4.8 
Total             21            100.0 
____________________________________________ 
 
Merchandise  
The number of product categories gives a good indicati n of the breadth of the 
site. In general, they represent the second level of the site and are somewhat equivalent to 
the departments in a retail store.   
Table 10. 
 
Number of Product Categories on Home Page 
 
____________________________________________________  
Categories  Frequency  Percent 
____________________________________________________  
  1    1     4.8 
  2    2     9.5 
  3    3   14.3 
  4    2     9.5 
  5    0     0.0 
  6    5   23.5 
  7    5   23.5 
  8    1     4.8 
  9    0     0.0 
10    1     4.8 
11    1     4.8 
Total             21            100.0   
____________________________________________  
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 The number of product subcategories could be considered equivalent to the aisle 
headings in retail stores. The wide range of results, ranging from 12 to 208, is consistent 
with the variety of e-commerce stores surveyed from general department stores to 
specialty apparel shops. Even among similar businesses, there is still a certain degree of 
subjectivity and relativity. Not all stores carrying the same products are necessarily 
organized the same way.
Table 11.  
Number of Product Subcategories on Site 
 
____________________________________________________ 
Subcategories  Frequency  Percent 
____________________________________________  
  12    1     4.8 
  17    1     4.8 
  30    1     4.8 
  32    1     4.8 
  55    1     4.8 
  60    1     4.8 
  63    1     4.8 
  65    1     4.8 
  74    1     4.8 
  88    1     4.8 
  92    1     4.8 
100    1     4.8 
108    1     4.8 
120    1     4.8 
121    1     4.8 
122    1     4.8 
125    1     4.8 
146    1     4.8 
151    1     4.8 
172    1     4.8 
208    1     4.8 
Total             21            100.0 
____________________________________________ 
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Table 12. 
Product Subcategories by Industry 
_____________________________________________ 
Industry   Mean # of Subcategories 
_____________________________________________ 
Department Stores  111 
Toys        97 
Apparel       59 
Entertainment     67 
Home    115 
Pets    111 
Electronics     94 
All sites     93 
_____________________________________________ 
 
 
The location of browse subcategory links was very strongly oriented in the left 
column of the pages on all levels, followed by center orientation. In most cases, the 
subcategories could be found in the newspaper equivalent of “above the f ld” (i.e. on the 
first screen view with no scrolling). 
Table 13. 
 
Location of Browse Subcategories 
 
__________________________________________________  
Location   Frequency  Percent 
__________________________________________________  
Left    15   71.4 
Center        2     9.5 
Left and center    2     9.5 
Center and lower center    1     4.8 
Center and upper center   1     4.8 
Total    21            100.0 
__________________________________________________ 
Use of color as a navigational and organization l tool to code different product 
categories occurred on only 38.1 percent of web sites.  Color schemes were not 
frequently used to aid navigation around the major product categories, despite the fact 
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that several of the most highly trafficked web sites did use color coding. While notable 
examples such as Amazon, Buy.com, and all three of the toy retailers did use color 
coding to designate specific parts of the site, they were the minority. 
 The number of product shots on the subcategory pages was calculated to 
determine how graphic intensive designers decided to make their pages in order to 
balance the need to sell merchandise with the need to manage download time for the user. 
Because each the number often varied on each product page, even within the sam site, a 
range is given.   
 
Table 14.  
 
Number of product shots per subcategory page  
 
___________________________________________  
Images   Frequency  Percent 
___________________________________________  
None     1       4.8 
1-5   10     47.6 
6-10   10     47.6 
Total   21   100.0 
___________________________________________  
 
Customer Service 
All sites required only one click to reach general customer service information. 
Slightly over half (52.4 percent) featured a personalized greeting when registered 
members return to the site. Customers have the opportunity to submit their own product 
recommendation on 71.4 percent of the sites surveyed, and 66.7 percent allowed them to 
rate the product, usually using a five star system. To encourage more buying, 85.7 
percent of sites offered their own recommendations for additional products at either 
checkout or accompanying individual product pages. 
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 The number of clicks to the company email address is a measure of effort needed 
to actually open the email form but not send it. On most sites, this information was 
located in the “Help” or “Customer Service” sections, and could be reached in one or two 
clicks from the home page. 
 
Table 15. 
 
Number of Clicks to Reach Company Email Address 
 
___________________________________________  
Clicks  Frequency  Percent 
___________________________________________  
1   8    38.1 
2   8    38.1 
3   5    23.8 
Total            21              100.0 
___________________________________________  
 
 
Similarly, the number of clicks required to reach the company phone number, 
usually a toll free 800 number, was calculated. Fax numbers were not included in this 
survey. Zero clicks indicate the number was published on the home page. 
 
Table 16. 
 
Number of Clicks to Reach Company Phone Number  
 
______________________________________________________ 
Clicks   Frequency  Percent 
_____________________________________________ 
0    6    28.6 
1    7    33.3 
2    3    14.3 
3    5      9.5 
Not available  2      9.5 
Total                    21              100.0 
_____________________________________________ 
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The Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ), a part of many informational sites, was 
found on all but four of the e-commerce sites surveyed. This is usually a second or third 
level page linked from the “Help” section. 
 
Table 17. 
 
Number of Clicks to Reach 
 
Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) Section  
 
______________________________________________________  
Clicks   Frequency  Percent 
_____________________________________________  
1    2      9.5 
2            14    66.7 
5    1      4.8 
Not available  4    19.0 
Total                    21              100.0 
_____________________________________________  
 
Shipping information, once buried at the bottom of web sites under the fine print 
is now clearly linked and available within two clicks on almost 80 percent of the sites 
surveyed. This information includes shipping methods and rates, as well as details on 
return policies.  
Table 18. 
 
Number of Clicks to Reach Shipping Information 
 
______________________________________________________  
Clicks   Frequency  Percent 
_____________________________________________  
1    6    28.6 
2            11    52.4 
3    2      9.5 
6   1      4.8 
Not available  1      4.8 
Total                    21              100.0 
_____________________________________________  
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Purchasing 
While data on purchasing did not produce any obvious trends, two clear design 
decisions became apparent. First, all sites enable users to set up personal shopping 
accounts. The shopper’s personal account link is located n the upper right hand corner of 
the home page of 57.1 percent of sites surveyed, followed an upper central location on 
33.3 percent of sites. 
Table 19. 
Link Location for Personal Account on Home Page  
____________________________________________ 
 Location  Frequency  Percent 
____________________________________________  
Upper right  12    57.1 
Upper center    7     33.3 
Upper left    2      9.5 
Total   21             100.0 
____________________________________________  
 
 Shoppers can manage their personal accounts through a number of different 
options that may include creating a product wish list, tracking past and current orders, 
and signing up for email reminders and alerts about products. Users create accounts by 
entering a user name, email address, and password. While it was not necessary to set up 
an account before selecting items for the shopping cart, the check out process requires 
customers to fill out lengthy personal information forms. 
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Table 20. 
Number of Personal Account Options 
 
_____________________________________ 
Options Frequency  Percent 
_____________________________________  
  0    1     4.8 
  1    2     9.5 
  3    2     9.5 
  4    6   28.6 
  5    4   19.0 
  6    3   14.3 
  7    1     4.8 
10    1     4.8 
11    1     4.8 
Total  21            100.0 
_____________________________________ 
 
The link used to represent the customer’s shopping basket is more likely to be 
textual than iconic. Icon images ranged from grocery store shopping carts, to shopping 
baskets and shopping bags, with the former being the most common.  
 
Table 21. 
 
Representation of Shopping Cart  
 
______________________________________  
Cart  Frequency  Percent 
______________________________________  
Text  12    57.1 
Icon    5    23.8 
Icon and text   4    19.0 
Total  21             100.0 
______________________________________  
 
 
Promotion 
 
Seventeen out of 21 (76.2 percent) included “What’s New” marketing, either via a 
link or a special advertisement, on the home page and slightly fewer, 66.7 percent, had a 
“What’s New” marketing advertisement on the individual product category pages.  New 
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items were most frequently advertised in the center of the page where they likely function 
in a role similar to that of the feature story/photo in a newspaper. Promotional 
information is located in the right column on 23.8 percent of sites.  In both cases, new 
and hot items were advertised at the product page and category level, but most often on 
the main page. 
 
Table 22.  
Location of “What’s New” Link
 or Advertising on Home Page  
_____________________________________________  
Location  Frequency  Percent 
_____________________________________________ 
Center     9    42.9 
Left column    2      9.5 
Right column    5    23.8 
Not applicable      5    23.8 
Total   21             100.0 
_____________________________________________  
 
The best sellers list, as the name suggests, is used to promote the most popular 
items on the web site. Only slightly more than half of the sites (52.4 percent) included a 
list of best selling products. The best sellers list, if available, is frequently found in the 
right column of the page where other promotional information is usually placed.  
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Table 23.  
Location of the “Best Sellers” List  
___________________________________________  
Location    Frequency  Percent 
___________________________________________  
Main page – right     6    28.6 
Main page – center     1      4.8 
Main page – left     2      9.5 
Products page – right      1      4.8 
Products page – center    1     4.8 
Not applicable    10    47.6 
Total     21             100.0  
___________________________________________  
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Discussion  
Several trends in navigational design emerged from the analysis, particularly in 
terms of form and location.  Many web sites used similar navigational metaphors and 
organized their content in specific patterns on their home pages. Promotional marketing 
was often found on the right side while product categories were most often found on the 
left side of the page. The study also showed that some e-commerce web designers have 
apparently heard the criticism from customers and analysts and have begun making 
customer service information much more accessible. Finally, while standard sales and 
new product features were available, promotion using multimedia to entice customers 
was not as widely used as might be expected from a platform so well tailored to deliver 
the media. Each of these trends is discussed below. 
Layout and Design 
One of the most notable findings from the survey is the percentage of sites that 
followed one of two space usage maps. Two out of the eight patterns that emerged 
represent over half of the site designs. Maps 1 and 2 were used most frequently, followed 
by Map 7. Map 1, which is best represented by Amazon.com, is much like a traditional 
newspaper’s layout with banner information across the top, the most important news 
story of the day down the right hand column and the second most important story down 
the left hand column. The middle of the page is left open for feature articles or photos. 
The left column in Map 2 is frequently used as navigational space that contains 
the browsing categories. Frequently the top border and left column appear a seamless or 
nearly seamless L- haped table around the perimeter that remains fairly constant in term 
of design as users move around the site. Map 7 is worth mentioning because it is a very 
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strong example of an industry-specific design. All Map 7 sites are run by apparel 
companies where the design is sophisticated and very marketing oriented. The space is 
used to display a marketing image and not to convey lots of information, so the block 
design provides a stage for the advertising campaign. 
The use of navigational motifs in the banner is another emerging trend. Again 
Amazon.com is a good example of this design decision, but several examples can be 
found in the toys, music, and electronics categories. (Although it is out of the scope of 
this project, it is worth mentioning that several financial and services sites use this design 
as well.)  Index tabs provide an immediately recognizabl  and memorable way to change 
position on the site without backing up or scanning the list of browse category links. 
There are many possible reasons for this trend. Anyone familiar with office filing, a 
Rolodex, or even a recipe box will recognize the organizational metaphor. As Kim (1999) 
notes, metaphors used to aid navigation can enhance the user’s experience provided 
proper context exists. Other possibilities, and this is admittedly more speculation than 
fact, are that web site designers simply copy what works or that the same designer 
develops these sites. Amazon, having established a large market share on the Internet 
over a period of several years, is in essence training its visitors to navigate via the index 
tabs. It follows that other sites would ant to copy this recognizable format. The net 
effect is that users on different sites spend less time trying to get from place to place and 
more time looking at products because they are already familiar with the basics of the 
navigational system. 
Table 7 suggests an interesting, relationship between space use maps and 
navigational motifs. All of the sites using Map 1 also use the index tabbing metaphor in 
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the page banner. Again, this could be the Amazon effect since it is a Map 1 site. 
However, it is also possible that it is simply the best design anyone has devised for 
delivering information-heavy pages with many layers. As in real life, this design focuses 
on functionality and on allowing users to browse for information easily and quickly as 
opposed to providing a slick interface to dazzle consumers. By bringing together two 
common design platforms from consumers’ everyday lives (i.e. newspapers and index 
cards), the user’s workload is immediately reduced. 
Site maps (see Table 8), which historically have been considered a navigational 
necessity, seem to be giving way to narrative descriptions of how to use the site. Then 
navigational guides are easily reached that is easily reached via the customer service or 
help links. As more novice web users entered the -commerce world, it is likely that they 
found site maps inadequate at answering basic questions or giving direction. 
Furthermore, as e-commerce sites expand the range of products and services offered, the 
companies probably found a simple site map did not rovide the level of support 
demanded by growth.  In response, designers have effectively written online tutorials that 
serve the purpose of navigational support. 
Merchandise 
Related to the discussion of layout is the location of product listings on web ites. 
Data on the browse categories have two uses: (1) it describes where consumers are likely 
to find the product category links on the site, and (2) it gives a global view of how broad 
product selection is.   
Product category links are most often found in the left column (see Table 13). As 
earlier suggested, this may be because familiar newspaper design places critical 
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information in the left column as well. It may also be that as English readers, we read 
from left to right and therefore information on the left catches our eyes first.  In the 
remainder of sites, browse information was always located in the center of the page or 
split between the center and the left.  It was never located in the right column.  
One problem web site visitors often report is the tendency to get lost in a site, 
particularly in a large one with many levels and many branches (Nielsen, 1990). While 
there are many ways to approach this problem, color can be used to help web users 
identify the section of the sites they are on, analogous to the way some people use color-
coordinated folders to help organize their files. The literature, however, does not appear 
to support this decision. Spool et al. (1999) found the only correlation between color and 
navigational success was for link color. In this study, only 38.1 percent of sites color-
coded their product categories.  
Customer Service 
Consumers have stated frustration with finding basic shipping rate information; it 
is not unusual for them to abandon the shopping cart before finding it. Conven ence is 
one of the fundamental aspects of retail. The great promise of the web as an information 
delivery system is that it should be easier to find and compare product information. 
Perhaps incorrect assumptions about user experience and comfort level with technology, 
or the human-independence of the medium persuaded designers to relegate methods of 
connecting with a real person to the back pages of the site.  
As reviews of the literature have shown, providing contact information upfront is 
critical to the usability of the site and potential commercial success.  Lohse and Spiller 
(1998) argue that the mere inclusion of a FAQ section can help boost online sales. The 
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use of a site map or site guide does not obviate the inclusion of FAQs. Site guides offer 
step-by-step walkthroughs of the critical features of the site. FAQ sections, as they are on 
non-commercial sites, tend to be less sequential and more specific to certain needs. 
Considering the size of this survey and the size of the web sites thmselves, it is 
surprising that 19 percent of the sites failed to offer a FAQ section at all.   
As Tables 15 and 16 suggest, however, vital information like phone numbers and 
email has now been elevated in the site hierarchy and publicized clearly. If the lack of 
customer service was a reason not to shop online, as Jarvenpaa, et al. (1997) suggest, the 
web sites in this study seem to have responded to the criticism. Several displayed their 
toll free phone numbers on the home page, usually in the left browse column wher  other 
navigation information could be found or somewhere in the upper left quadrant of the 
home page near the logo. General contact links were often found in the left navigation 
column and at the bottom of the page, as is often the practice in web design. What seems 
clear is that designers have seen the value of providing the customer with multiple ways 
of contacting the company and have created a practice of putting that information within 
one or two clicks of the customer’s entry into the site. 
Purchasing 
The design of online purchasing service is completely analogous to the placement 
of shopping carts or baskets in supermarkets. Retailers want to do everything possible to 
make the shopping experience easy and convenient for the customer. Timspent looking 
for a basket, or in the case of an e-commerce site, figuring out how and where to load 
purchases, is time that could be spent browsing the virtual aisles. As Nielsen (1999) has 
suggested, certain aspects of web design need to be so familiarto the user s to be 
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transparent. Reliance on the textual representation of the shopping cart is somewhat 
surprising given the prevalence of the Amazon design model, which does use the icon 
extensively.  Spool et al. (1999) suggest that image links can confuse users because they 
fail to provide a definite means of identifying when they have been clicked. This may not 
be completely relevant for cart links since multiple clicking is often desired, but it does 
provide a possible explanation for the trend. Several web sites keep a running, always-
visible tally of the items in the cart at the top of the page so shoppers are aware what 
items they have picked up.  As Haas and Gram (2000) note, the location of the link on the 
page may provide enough context for the use if he or she becomes familiar with it and 
similar applications over time, which again argues for the likelihood of an emerging de 
facto standard. 
Promotion  
Integrating promotional features into an e-commerce site also seems to follow 
emerging design patterns.  The location of promotional material to advertise new 
products on the right side of the page (see Table 22) indicates a design decision that 
corresponds to the discussion of product category links. Similarly, the inclusion of the 
best sellers li t in the same column, and even sale information occasionally, seems to 
indicate that this space is usually reserved for content that will change frequently and 
should be highly visible to the consumer. Again, an analogy to the placement of 
information ina newspaper is most relevant. For these e-commerce sites, the most 
important information, advertising and promotion, was placed on the home page. This is 
not surprising given that competitors are only a click away, compared to several miles, or 
at least footsteps, in a conventional mall.  
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Finally, much of the literature has mentioned the promise of multimedia to sell 
products only to conclude that the technology has not been integrated yet (Lohse and 
Spiller, 1998). This, too, still seemed to hold true. The sites selling music often made free 
sample downloads from their collection, but other sites seemed not to take advantage of 
even this simple feature. As noted before, the apparel sites are highly image conscious 
and were the sites most proactive in offering integrated sound and video. Both gap.com 
and VictoriasSecret.com feature their television commercials on their sites. Others, 
notably living.com and landsend.com feature interactive tools to help shoppers select 
purchases. Nonetheless, use of advanced multimedia and interactive technology is still 
limited to a small subset of e-commerce sites. Possibly designers are still concerned with 
download times, outdated browsers, and other technological limitations, however, it 
seems just as likely that they are still t ying to determine a meaningful and interesting 
way of using multimedia technology to add value, rather than distractions. 
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Conclusion 
 
The scope of the World Wide Web and the changing nature of technology make 
any content analysis of the web sites a snapshot in time. Company designers, in an effort 
to stay current, add value, and increase traffic, are constantly modifying their designs. 
During this study, several sites added or changed major design elements and created new 
product categories that altered the overall design.  Furthermore, longevity of many of 
these sites is far from certain. While there are a few web retailers that have begun to turn 
a profit, it is entirely possible that many of those surveyed will not exist a year from now.  
The limited sample size and number of coders (1) are also factors limiting the 
generalization of these results. With more data, it would be possible to speak with greater 
confidence about some of the commonalities found in this survey. While researchers 
strive for objectivity, with one person evaluating web site content, the possibility for bias 
in the results is strong. 
Still, it is important to gauge the development and spread of design decisions 
through such survey and analysis. While this research can point to emerging trends across 
industries and provide possible reasons for their existence and use, there is much more to 
be learned. Whether these trends develop because of their real or perceived success with 
users is a matter for further research. Whether they are the best alternative, or even a 
good one, is not just a question for marketing managers. The result, however, is that the 
design decision for the home page of a web site must serve many masters without 
intimidating or annoying the customer. It is possible that, by following some of the 
patterns outlined here, e-commerce retailers are discovering that consistency among site 
designs goes a long way to ensuring return visits.  
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Growth in e-commerce continues to shape the financial and even the academic 
landscape in ever-changing ways. If even the most conservative predictions are true, 
multi-billions of dollars in business will be handled online in the next five years. Because 
business to consumer products will constitute a major portion of these transactions, it is 
certainly in the corporate best interest to learn as much as possible about factors that 
make the electronic storefront easy and fast to use. Researchers, too, have much to gain 
by studying how consumers move online and what design features are em rging as 
necessary or desirable for an increasingly less tech savvy audience. As consumers, we, 
too, can benefit from an online world that provides more buying choices through easier to 
navigate interfaces in less time than would be spent driving to the store and back.  
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Appendix A 
Space Use Map Diagrams 
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Appendix B  
Representative Screen Shot for Index Tabs Navigational Motif  
 
Amazon.com  
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Appendix C  
 
 “How-to” Site Guide for First Time Users
CDNow.com 
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Appendix D 
 
Search Box Use 
Toysrus.com 
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